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Like most organizers, I started 
out in our profession because I 
had confidence in my ability to 

manage spaces. I’d been stream-
lining and system-making since 
I could crawl. Why not apply my 
skills to help others? What I didn’t 
fully appreciate before I started 
organizing professionally, but 
quickly learned, is that the reasons 
people hire us are as important as 

the fact that they do—and they are 
as diverse and complex as people 
themselves. 

Organizing, for the professional 
as well as for the client, is not really 
about the stuff. To succeed as an 
organizer you need to love bringing 
order to spaces, but you must also 
have a knack for understanding 
people and their motivations. In 
fact, even the most enthusiastic 

purger-sorter-placer is bound to 
tire of the job eventually unless she 
finds, as I do, an endless source of 
fascination in the study of human 
psychology and behavior.

The goal of a valuable organizer 
is to help clients establish healthy 
habits for long-term quality of life 
improvement. Getting organized 
shouldn’t be a diet, so to speak, 
but a lifestyle change. And, like 
changes in diet and exercise be-
havior, changes in organizational 
approach require honest evaluation 
of personal motivations if they are 
to be of lasting value. While I can’t 
teach the empathy and compassion 
I feel for my clients any more than 
I can teach my abiding love for 
cleaning out closets, I can encour-
age organizers—both those new to 
the field and veterans looking for 
deeper meaning—to dig deep with 
their clients and use their observa-
tions to be better every day.

Marin Rose, NAPO Member;  
Libra Organizing, Augusta, GA

Guiding clients from 
clutter to clarity
Understanding Client Psychology  
as a Key to Success
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 Look, Listen
For an interesting read, though 

far more detailed than the average 
organizer requires, check out Sam 
Gosling’s Snoop. This widely-avail-
able book discusses the links, both 
obvious and surprising, between 
people’s spaces and their personali-
ties. It’ll get you thinking about the 
clues that clients offer, both overtly 
and unwittingly, to the reasons for 
their organizational issues. Under-
standing the “why,” which isn’t al-
ways what the client tells you, and 
certainly isn’t always logical, is the 
first step to solving a problem.

Look at the physical indicators in 
clients’ spaces to gain insight into 
their needs. To what degree is your 
client disorganized? Are there or-
ganized areas among the disorder? 
Does the mess seem limited to clut-
ter or is there a deeper chaos?

And listen to the verbal cues that 
clients offer. Can you take their 
words at face value or might they 
protest too much when it comes 
to a certain subject? Is your client 
honest with herself about her situ-
ation or can you detect excuses in 
her words or behavior that suggest 
she’s sidestepping the real reasons 
for the issues?

Understanding your clients’ 
organizational challenges is only 
possible by placing them within the 
context of their lives as a whole. 

Careful observation is key to iden-
tifying the scope of the problem, as 
well as how to help tackle it.  

Ask
Once you’ve built a rapport with 

your client and feel you have a good 
idea of where her strengths and 
weaknesses lie, gently guide her to-
ward honesty about what’s causing 
her problem. If you’ve identified 
fear, anxiety, guilt, grief, regret, 
loneliness or low self-esteem, for 
example, as a possible emotional 
cause for her tendencies to hang 
onto things or to keep acquiring 
more, test your hypothesis by ask-
ing directly. Talking with your client 
about their emotional lives helps 
you both gain clarity about how to 
proceed. Ask:

“What do you think and feel when 
you imagine letting this item go?”

“What might you have to do or face 
if you couldn’t go shopping today?”

Knowing what decisions are being 
made rationally as opposed to emo-
tionally—and why—will inform your 
approach with your client.

 Wait
A client who is suffering from 

emotional decision-making out of 
negative feelings such as those 
I listed above, will usually need 
time to confront and overcome 
those barriers. While challeng-
ing clients to think honestly and 
choose consciously is a large part 
of your responsibility, patience is 
also essential. Give your clients the 
time and space they need and you 
both might be surprised that readi-
ness to let go and to change does 
come eventually. Baby steps during 
early attempts might lead to giant 
leaps during later sessions, and 
the effects are more likely to last if 
they’re derived from patience and 
understanding, empathy and com-
passion for the client—both from 
you and from the client herself.

Success as an organizer requires 
an appreciation of the complexities 
of human emotion and people’s 
power to change, albeit gradu-
ally. Be the coach who incites that 
growth and you’ll find success with 
your clients, as well as an endless 
source of satisfaction and inspira-
tion.  
For more information, please contact 
Marin at info@libraorganizing.com

...understanding the 
“why,” which isn’t 

always what the client 
tells you...is the first step 

to solving a problem.
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